The worlds a stage by Laidler, Paul
The world’s a stage 
Beneficial Shock Issue: Secrets and Lies 
By Paul Laidler 
 
From the opening moments of Peter Weir’s 1998 satirical dramedy, The Truman Show, 
there exists a collective legitimization of a secret, given a level of credibility that surpasses 
an individual’s right to freedom of choice. This is a secret of epic proportions that is literally 
built on foundations of deceit and manifests as a fortified territory. This secret is also judged 
to ‘protect’ its unsuspecting inhabitant (Truman Burbank) from the ‘truth’ (and lies) that 
exist beyond the confines of his environment – the fictional town of Seahaven. Not alone, 
this township is populated with performers that propagate the façade through narratives 
that direct and misdirect. The parallels with theatre do not end there, in so much as the 
stage and its locality becomes an arena for the performative ploy. Anything that punctures 
this fictional ‘bubble’ will inevitably bring the curtain down on the unwitting perpetual 
performer. Consequently, it is also worth noting that the longevity of a lie requires a level of 
diligence to control the secret, or in this case to physically maintain its structure. That said, 
no show is without mishap and subsequently from the perspective of our protagonist, the 
misfortunate happening happens to be fortunate!  
Truman first encounters a technical mishap after momentarily hearing a falling object and 
then inspects a broken theatre spotlight on the street outside his house. Truman’s 
investigative glance skyward recalls the trajectory path but also elicits further possibilities 
about the origin and function of a familiar yet foreign object. In one instance the object is 
identifiable and therefore trustworthy, yet it’s immediate presence is troublesome – 
especially given that we (the real audience) know the lights dual capacity to illuminate 
Truman’s world(s). Similarly, the disruptive nature of the fallen spotlight is given further 
significance through the hand written inscription of the word Sirius - taped across the base 
of the light. Sirius is said to be the constellational home of Satan, the fallen angel who 
plummets to Earth and incites disorder - albeit this Garden of Eden is more reminiscent of a 
Norman Rockwell painting that captures the innocence of 1950’s America. 
 
The spotlight is Truman’s first interaction with an object that is not designed to deceive him, 
essentially the object has no fictional veil. For the audience observing Truman, the spotlight 
represents part of their reality and for us (the actual audience) the object signifies a fracture 
between the two fictional spaces within the film. The eventual rupture of fictional zones 
occurs when Truman literally punctures the perimeter of his fictional world (with the bow of 
a boat) and vacates what he then knows to be a stage. The theatrical departure corresponds 
with the performative convention known as breaking the third wall, where a character 
acknowledges directly or indirectly that they are in a movie, book or TV show. To break the 
fourth wall a character would have to directly reference the audience, an effect that 
momentarily connects with our reality and / or extends the perceived fictional boundary of 
the character. 
 
These established theatrical devices are reminders that film (and storytelling in general) 
induces immersive states, leaving us susceptible to reality jolts that emanate from fiction 
into reality. That said, the entertainment industries development of 4D film from the 1950’s 
onward reverses this experience by merging sensory stimulus (such as smell and touch) with 
3D visuals. The physical and environmental effects are synchronized to the fiction although 
firmly grounded in our reality – that being a staged bespoke environment. Ironically this 
type of immersion is not considered to be real enough for Christof (the fictional creator of 
the Truman Show). In the opening scene he criticizes pyrotechnics and special effects as 
outdated and overly contrived modes of storytelling. His audience is captivated by the 
authenticity of Truman and the extension of something real that exists within and beyond 
the screen -  an insight not lost within contemporary society and our subsequent viewing 
behaviors. In this context The Truman Show is very much aligned to the explosion of reality 
TV in the 1990’s and the broader implications that media has on one’s relationship with 
what is ‘real’ and / or ‘staged’?  
 
And the reality crisis doesn’t stop there. Since the release of the film in 1998 Truman’s plight 
has resonated with mental health sufferers and received official syndrome status in 2008.  
A sufferer of the aptly named ‘Truman Syndrome’ displays symptoms of delusion, where 
patients believe that their lives are reality TV shows. This affiliation with reality is also a 
characteristic of the fifth wall that takes the concept of “breaking the 4th wall” (the 
imagined barrier between a fictional character and you, the audience observing that 
character) and extends it outward by one exterior layer. Breaking the 5th Wall, implies that 
you, the person reading this sentence, are in fact, a fictional character who can be observed 
by beings occupying a higher universe that is more “real” than the universe we inhabit. 
Confused? Well you may need a minute or two to fully grasp this next proposition.  
 
Imagine if I were to tell you that we don’t actually experience reality directly. Instead our 
brains reconstruct reality through what Professor David Eagleman refers to as the 
storytelling brain. Essentially the brain creates a series of belief based instructions about the 
outside world, allowing us to predict and control our environment. Whilst reality and its 
parameters are psychologically and theoretically debatable it may be worth pondering 
Truman’s judgment that one reality will be better than another. In the closing scene Christof 
informs Truman that there is no more truth beyond the walls of his world, and that the 
same lies and the same deceit still exist. It may be that this is the most of truthful and 
profound statement about deception in the film. What we need to decide is whether or not 
the insight is troubling or sobering? Only then can we contemplate Christof’s assertion that 
‘we accept the reality of the world with which we’re presented’ as the reasoning for why it 
took Truman so long to discover the true nature of his world. 
 
